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Arguments for relaxing the ban on exports 
Reduced pest damage 
Some parrot species in Western Australia are 
declared pests by the Agriculture Protection 
Board (APB) and are subject to management 
programs devised by the Department of 
Conservation and Land Management (CALM) 
and the APB. Occasionally, these programs 
allow farmers to shoot the birds to reduce the 
damage they inflict on crops. Rather than 
shooting these birds, proponents argue that 
they could be harvested and ultimately 
exported. 
The scarcity of supplies of some Australian 
birds and the demand for ownership of these 
birds generates high prices for some species. 
Red-tailed black cockatoos sell in Europe for 
about $16,000 a breeding pair, palm cockatoos 
for about $38,000 a breeding pair; in South 
Africa a breeding pair of Major Mitchell 
cockatoos sells for $14,000 (YvAAM, 1992) while 
galahs sell for more than $2000 a breeding pair 
in the United States. 
Some Australian birds bred overseas are 
imported legally back into Australia. Great 
Britain exports special strains of budgerigars 
and mutated lines of yellow princess parrots, 
lutino elegant parrots and pied red rump 
parrots (AQIS, 1992). 
The export ban has increased the scarcity 
value of many Australian birds to potential 
overseas buyers. The supply of Australian 
birds to these buyers now comes either from 
illegal smuggling or from captive-bred bird 
stocks of overseas aviculturists. For example, 
the Netherlands and Denmark export Austral- 
ian native birds worth more than $Al5 million 
each year. Probably the world's largest centre 
for breeding galahs is in Tanzania, Africa, 
where a breeding complex of 900 aviaries 
specialises in exporting galahs mainly to Paris 
(YvAAM, 1992). 
Current administration 
Many state and national authorities are 
involved in maintaining and policing the 
current legislative ban on exports of native 
birds. They include the Australian Customs 
Service, the Australian National Parks and 
Wildlife Service, the Australian Federal Police, 
the Australian Bureau of Criminal Intelligence, 
the Australian Quarantine and Inspection 
Service, Australia Post and several state or 
territory wildlife agencies and police services. 
Defining and maintaining the cooperative roles 
of all these bodies relevant to the policing of 
the export ban is a costly and difficult task. 
Such cooperation is, however, necessary to 
reduce illegal trade in birds. 
The export ban in Australia creates a legal and 
market division between Australian and over- 
seas buyers. Local buyers have access to a 
wide range of Australian bird species from local 
and some overseas suppliers, while overseas 
buyers have no legal access to ownership of 
these birds from Australian sources. 
By Ross Kingwell, Economist 
Economic Management Branch, South Perth 
The export of Australia's native birds is 
prohibited by the Wildlife Protection 
(Regulation of Exports and Imports) Act 1982. 
A review of the Act in 1991 has not led to any 
relaxation of the export ban. 
However, the review recommended that 
government examine "the practical aspects of 
establishing a fully funded administrative control 
mechanism to allow strictly regulated commercial 
exports of a limited number of species of captive- 
bred native birds which are not endangered or 
threatened". In making this recommendation, 
the report acknowledged there may be a case 
for highly regulated export of some 
native bird species. 
This article explores the cases for and against the 
export of our native birds. 
Elimination of smuggling of wild birds 
Most bird smuggling is undertaken by small, 
highly organised groups of people with 
international connections. The illegal harvesting 
and export of eggs not only robs localities of 
replacement birds but often the method of 
The export revenue from legitimising the export 
of captive-bred birds could be substantial. The 
USA imports about 400,000 parrots a year and 
this trade is worth about $300 million. Admit- 
tedly, many of these parrots come from South 
America, but the volume and value of this 
parrot market, when combined with other 
market opportunities in Europe and south-east 
Asia, suggest the potential for a valuable export 
market for Australia. 
If harvesting of wild populations is prohibited, 
yet export of captive-bred birds is allowed, 
many households or small firms of aviculturists 
could be established to supply birds for export. 
The output and income multiplier effects of 
establishing such businesses could be sizeable 
because the materials needed to establish and 
maintain these businesses would mostly come 
from local rather than imported sources . 
Generation of export revenue and 
local employment 
The nature of this argument depends on 
whether or not only captive-bred birds are 
exported. If export of wild birds is included 
proponents argue that harvesting and sale of a 
portion of wild bird populations would generate 
export revenue and regional employment. 
Harvesting and exporting portions of some bird 
populations would reduce that species' damage 
to crops. For example, at the 1984 conference of 
the Western Australian Fruitgrowers' Associa- 
tion a motion was passed recommending that 
the Western Australian Government export a 
minimum of one million parrots before I June 
1985. The parrot species of most concern that 
damage horticultural crops were the red- 
capped and Port Lincoln. 
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DNA ( deoxyribonucleic acid) is part of the 
chromosomes of living organisms which in 
turn are made up of genes which control 
the working of each cell. The process of 
DNA fingerprinting was first discovered by 
scientists in the United Kingdom in 1985. 
The process involves taking less than a 
millilitre of blood from the wing vein. 
rupturing the blood cells to release the 
DNA and then purifying a sample. The 
DNA is then cut by biological scissors into 
smaller fragments. Further processes 
graduate the fragments according to size 
and treat the DNA solution so that it can 
be X-rayed. The result is a series of dark 
bands on the developed X-ray film, much 
like a gar code. 
1n January 1991, the Deparbnent of Coo- 
servation and Land Management in 
Western Australia approved the capture 
by a private aviculturist of 40 narethas 
(blue bonnets) that are rare in captivity 
and are likely to become a target for 
poaching. All captured birds were DNA 
fingerprinted and a database of DNA 
profiles was established. Comparison of 
the DNA profiles of any future narethas 
will confirm whether or not the birds came 
from this original population or not and 
deter poaching or the feigning of breeding 
records. 
South Australian authorities will be using 
the same technique for the Major Mitchell 
and yellow-tailed black cockatoo that are 
targets for nest robbers (Mell and 
Wetherall, 19!rl). 
The current cost of DNA fingerprinting is 
about $100 per bird. 
Convictions based on DNA testing have 
already caused a change in the reported 
rates of successful captive breeding of 
some species known to be difficuh to 
breed in captivity (Ley, 1992). This sug- 
gests that several aviculturists were 
capturing wild birds or buying illegally 
trapped wild birds and passing them off as 
captive-bred birds. 
Researchers at Curtin University in 
Beotley, Western Australia have 
developed genetic profiles on the wbite- 
tailed and red-tailed black cockatoos (Mell 
and WetheraD, 199"l), and have abnost 
completed profiles on another nine 
species known to be subject to poaching. 
As a result of DNA testing several 
aviculturists have been prosecuted in 
Western Australia. 
• 
The galah at a nest hole. 
The world's largest centre 
for breeding galahs is in 
Tanzania, Africa. 
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Fruit growers claim the 
Port Lincoln parrot 
( above) and red-capped 
parrot (inset) are serious 
pests. 
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For example, legal requirements to maintain 
breeding records for rare or endangered 
species would mean aviculturists' records 
could be compared and anomalous 
performances would be highlighted. 
Apparently anomalous breeding results could 
signal that some progeny were being poached 
from the wild and that DNA testing was 
necessary to authenticate pedigree. 
More resources for policing and greater penal- 
ties would reduce the illegal exploitation of 
wild populations. The use of sealed leg bands, 
scanner implants, DNA testing of pedigree and 
licensing of breeders of rare and endangered 
species would make unscrupulous sale of wild 
rare birds through legitimate channels difficult. 
of endangered species, to fund greater policing 
or to fund the captive breeding and later 
release into the wild of certain endangered 
species. 
Reduce inhumane treatment of some birds 
The harvest of wild birds and the breeding in 
captivity of Australian birds would reduce the 
inhumane treatment suffered by some birds 
from smuggling and shooting. Birds classified 
as native pests (eight species in Western 
Australia) would be less likely to be shot if the 
management program included harvesting and 
exporting a portion of their populations. 
Protection of endangered bird species 
The export of captive-bred birds, which could 
include some endangered species, would 
enhance the survival of these species. Privately- 
owned stocks of these endangered species 
~ould increase, thereby complementing stocks 
in the wild. Revenue from export permits or 
licences could be used to protect the habitats 
poaching destroys scarce breeding sites and 
can jeopardise the viability of local bird 
populations. In Australia alone, smuggled 
wildlife (mostly birds) worth more than $5 
million has been seized since the Wildlife 
Protection Act was enforced in 1984 (Manly, 
1992). It is not known what percentage of the 
illegal bird trade such seizures represent. 
Lifting the export ban on captive-bred birds 
would increase the supply of Australian birds 
and reduce the profitability and therefore 
incentive for smuggling. Licensing of breeders 
of rare and endangered species would further 
reduce risks of smuggling through legitimate 
channels. There could be annual payments for 
these licences and the revenue used to help 
police captive breeding. 
Modem technology such as sealed leg bands, 
scanner implants and DNA testing for parental 
pedigree would greatly reduce unscrupulous 
sale of wild birds through legitimate channels. 
Heavy fines and regulations that make it easier 
to convict offenders could further deter illegal 
activity. Together, these changes would reduce 
smuggling and protect wild and endangered 
populations of Australian birds. 
However, there are other ways of reducing 
damage caused by birds without killing or 
harvesting them. Crops can be planted away 
from trees and power lines; crops can be 
planted that mature when other natural food 
sources are available; and low value, alterna- 
tive food sources that are cheap to plant can 
be planted near high value crops. 
Smuggling of rare or endangered species may 
increase if export bans are lifted 
Although the relaxation of export bans may 
eventually depress market prices, nonetheless 
smuggling may actually increase. Smugglers 
may attempt to by-pass the costs associated 
with captive breeding by masquerading wild 
birds as captive-bred. Smugglers could, 
through bribery or forgery, use legal avenues 
of exporting wild birds rather than risk covert 
export. The survival rate of smuggled birds 
among legally transported birds would be 
much higher. 
Harvesting of wild birds may not reduce damage 
they inflict on crops 
To reduce the damage inflicted by pest spe- 
cies, the actual geographical location of 
offending populations would first need to be 
identified. Arbitrarily harvesting a portion of a 
bird population, without taking into account its 
location and likely damage effect, is unlikely to 
reduce this damage. To lessen the damage to 
some crops, a large proportion of offending 
bird populations may need to be harvested. 
Such an action would be unacceptable to 
conservation and wildlife groups as it may 
endanger these local bird populations. 
• 
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A blanket ban on exports is administratively 
simple to enforce. By contrast, even if only 
captive-bred mature birds are exported, the 
degree of checking and identification neces- 
sary for proper supervision is great. 
Another reason for prohibiting the harvest 
and export of native birds is that some coun- 
tries, notably the United States, are consider- 
ing or are introducing legislation that requires 
proof of ownership that birds held as domes-- 
tic pets were captive-bred and not taken from 
the wild. 
Only young and immature birds that better 
adapt to caged life are more readily saleable 
as household pets. Hence, only a portion of 
harvested birds may in fact be suitable for 
export. The revenue derived from sale of only 
a portion of harvested birds is not likely to 
cover the administration of this option. 
The final result may be increased costs 
to taxpayers. 
A further difficulty is that although wild, 
young and immature birds may be better 
suited for export than mature birds, it is 
sometimes not possible to distinguish be- 
tween the young of some parrot species. This 
inability to distinguish between young parrots 
makes it easier to export illegally rare and 
endangered species. Even when birds are 
usually easily distinguished, unscrupulous 
traders disguise birds for export. Jenkins 
(1992) reports the case where a crate of 
homing pigeons being transported for legiti- 
mate offshore races contained some parrots 
disguised with docked tails and dyed feathers. 
Such unscrupulous export would be difficult 
to avoid. 
Arguments against relaxing the ban 
on exports 
Revenue from sale of harvested wild birds will 
inadequately cover associated costs 
Export of a harvested portion of native birds 
that are declared pest species is unlikely to 
earn enough revenue to cover many of the 
costs associated with monitoring, administra- 
tion, trapping and transport. Aviculturist_s 
agree that the temperament of mature wild 
birds that are subsequently caged makes 
them generally unsuited for sale as household 
pets. Such birds do not easily survive caging. 
For example, in the early 1980s in the United 
States' quarantine facilities that house many 
South American birds trapped in the wild, just 
under a quarter of the birds died. 
Narethas (blue bonnet 
parrots) are another 
target of poachers. 
• LEFT: Major Mitchell 
cockatoos are also 
prized by overseas 
collectors. 
Conclusions 
Although the policy decision about whether or 
not to alter the ban on export of Australian 
birds rests with the Federal Government, a 
conditional lifting of the ban seems defensible. 
A feasible option would be an administered 
system to allow export sales of captive-bred 
birds. For example, Appendix I in Ley (1992) 
and concluding comments of Halstead (1992) 
offer a licensing system as a possible means of 
relaxing the export ban. 
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Another wider issue is the ethics of whether 
Australia should allow the export of bird 
species which, if accidentally or deli~erately 
released from captivity in the importmg coun- 
try, may cause environmental damage. How 
serious are these damage risks depends on the 
nature of the bird species, the legal require- 
ments surrounding the housing and care of the 
birds and the nature of the locality in which the 
birds are released. However, most importing 
countries make their own assessments as to 
the likelihood and size of damage risks, and 
accordingly make recommendations about the 
legality of import of particular bird species. 
Wider issues 
Australia is a signatory to the Convention on 
the International Trade in Wild Fauna and Flora 
(CITES). Resolution 1.6 of CITES states that: 
"Mortality in trade and captivity is high. This 
Conference urges exporting countries to 
endeavour to restrict gradually the collection of 
wild animals for the pet trade and that all 
contracting Parties encourage the breeding of 
animals for this purpose, with the objective of 
eventually limiting the keeping of pets to those 
species which can be bred in captivity." 
Australia would be contravening the spirit of 
CITES if it allowed the harvest and export of 
wild birds. If the export ban on native birds was 
lifted in Australia then, to fulfil its CITES obliga- 
tions, Australia would be morally bound to 
allow only the export of captive-bred birds. 
Besides, a main potential market for Australian 
birds, the United States, will be ensuring that 
birds sold locally are captive-bred and not 
harvested from the wild. 
.. 
Red-tailed black 
cockatoos sell in Europe 
for about $AJ6,000 a 
breeding pair. 
Export of fledglings, whether captive-bred or 
from the wild, would expose some rare and 
endangered species to exploitation because of 
the visual inability to distinguish among some 
species. The young from some rare and endan- 
gered species could be disguised in batches of 
young birds of other species. 
Some species may become locally extinct if the 
capture and export of wild species is not 
regulated, monitored and policed. 
Accompanying the permission to harvest_wild 
populations would need to be the regulatmg, 
monitoring and policing of harvest activity, 
otherwise local extinction of species is 
possible. The costs of these accompanying 
activities would need to be recouped from 
revenue derived from sales of the harvested 
birds and may greatly reduce associated 
profits. 
In northern Australia in the 1960s, licensed 
trapping of Gouldian finches led to some local 
extinctions of these finches. In Western 
Australia, where licence suspension was 
delayed, populations of Gouldian finches in 
many localities have never recovered and 
several localised populations remain 
endangered. The case history of the Gouldian 
finches is an example of regulation without 
enough monitoring and policing. 
The continuation of native bird exports would 
need to be subject to formal periodic review to 
ensure the policy and its administration is cost 
effective and that no native bird species is being 
deleteriously affected, and to ascertain which 
other species, if any, could be added to the list of 
species whose regulated export is permitted. 
The regulation and policing of the bird exports 
would need to be designed to be effective in 
detecting smuggling, yet not so laborious as to 
deter exporters' compliance with necessary 
paperwork and approvals. 0 
Part of the revenue derived through regulatory 
compliance could fund research and monitoring 
of endangered or rare Australian birds to further 
ensure their wild populations are not subject to 
exploitation. Regulations and legal penalties 
covering illegal capture of birds, bribery, fraud 
or smuggling of Australian birds would need to 
be designed to facilitate prosecution and act as 
strong deterrents. 
Such a system would clearly establish 
transferable property rights and ensure that 
export income was not based on the exploitation 
of wild populations. All policing and 
administrative costs would be recouped through 
auction or tender receipts and export fees. 
Aviculturists found to be in breach of the 
regulations would receive penalties ranging from 
a fine to gaol and confiscation of breeding stock, 
progeny and equipment. The rotation of 
inspectorial, laboratory and administrative staff 
would reduce the risk of corruption and fraud. 
To limit the role of speculators, a sale or tender 
condition for initial breeding pairs might restrict 
sales to people with proven aviculture 
experience. 
At cost to the exporter, all progeny or some 
undisclosed proportion would be DNA tested 
immediately before export, and export taxes or 
export permit fees would apply to these birds. 
The agency overseeing the export of the birds 
could widely advertise to aviculturists a verifica- 
tion service, whereby the DNA pedigree of birds 
could be assessed. This service would allow 
potential buyers of birds to ascertain whether or 
not the claimed pedigree of birds on offer was 
legitimate or not. 
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A related option would be for regulatory 
authorities to establish core breeding flocks 
for species allowed to be exported. The 
breeding pairs of these flocks would consti- 
tute the initial breeding stock for export sales 
and all birds in the flocks would be DNA 
fingerprinted and fitted with scanner im- 
plants. These breeding pairs could then be 
sold by auction or tender. Conditions of the 
tender or sale of these birds would be the 
maintenance of breeding records and unre- 
stricted access to those records, aviaries and 









TOP LEFT: Poachers 
use mist nets to trap 
birds in the wild. 
Photo: Australian 
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